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SPEAKING JUSTICE FOR TRAYVON: HOW THE 
TRAYVON MARTIN CASE HAS AFFECTED THE 
COMMUNITY OF UPCOMING LAWYERS
By: Andrea D. Smith1
“Then they came for me—and there was no one 
left to speak for me.”2  
Less than five months after the media 
frenzy surrounding the execution of Troy Davis, 
the death of another African-American man has 
called into question the promise of due process for 
African-American men; whether they are victims 
or perpetrators.3 The death of Trayvon Martin, a 
boy growing into manhood, mobilized law students 
across the country who insisted that local police 
conduct a proper investigation into the circumstances 
surrounding Martin’s death and make an arrest.4  
Martin’s death has both reiterated the need 
for diversity in the legal field5 and made many up-
and-coming lawyers realize the importance of pro 
bono work.6 As African-American law students and 
attorneys came to the realization that in the absence 
of black voices there may be no one else to speak 
justice for African-American victims or defendants, 
many began to identify personally with the slain 
teenager.7 This identification is not limited to African-
Americans however, as lawyers of all ethnicities have 
begun to question how the legal community can 
effectively address the issues of racial profiling and 
due process raised by Martin’s death.8  
“Here the story ends, because we have only one 
side—Trayvon Martin cannot tell his.”9
On February 26, 2012, Martin walked to a 
local convenience store, where he purchased a mid-
evening snack.10 As Martin walked home, he talked 
to his girlfriend via cellular telephone, reporting that 
a man, later identified as George Zimmerman, was 
following him.11 Zimmerman called the police to 
report a suspicious person and against the admonition 
of the 911 dispatcher pursued the teen.12 Martin’s 
girlfriend reported that during the course of her 
conversation with Martin, she overheard someone 
ask Martin what he was doing and in turn, Martin 
questioned why he was being followed.13 Then, the 
line went dead.14 While the events after the connection 
dropped are in dispute, we do know that when police 
arrived on the scene, Martin was lying dead in the 
rain, “unarmed, carrying a small amount of cash, a 
bag of Skittles and a can of iced tea.”15
“As a nation, we’ve got to address the issues of 
racial profiling and the valuation of black men’s 
lives by law enforcement”16
Studies have long demonstrated that the 
race and class of a victim or perpetrator affect law 
enforcement’s investigation of crimes.17 Race and 
class also determine the likelihood that the victim 
will seek assistance from law enforcement.18 While 
all adolescent and young adult males tend to have 
negative interactions with and opinions about the 
police, African-American males rank the highest 
in negative attitudes.19 Although rarely viewed as 
a vulnerable group, law enforcement’s reluctance 
to respond to African-American male victims in 
the same manner as victims in other racial groups 
makes them easy targets for criminals.20 In some 
instances, seeking police assistance may actually put 
African-American men at risk for arrest.21 Consider 
this, Martin not only had a cellular telephone in his 
possession on the evening of his death, but was using 
it throughout his walk home.22 While we will never 
know why Martin did not call the police when he 
noticed that Zimmerman was following him, there 
are studies that suggest that young African-American 
men lack confidence that law enforcement is working 
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in the interest of their protection and this is a factor 
in whether they seek police assistance.23
“Did you hear about the rose that grew from 
a crack in the concrete?  Proving nature’s laws 
wrong it learned to walk without having feet.”24
And yet, we are not without hope, blooming 
through what seemed to be extraordinarily difficult 
circumstances.25 Zimmerman was arrested and 
charged with second-degree murder on April 11, 
2012.26  As the nation turns its eyes toward Florida, 
the wheels of justice are slowly turning. 27 Of course, 
speaking justice for Trayvon cannot mean injustice 
for Zimmerman.28 Rather, the rights of both men 
must coexist and be respected in order for our system 
of justice to work.29 While Zimmerman’s fate is 
unknown at the time of this article, it is clear that 
Martin’s case aroused a common consciousness across 
racial and professional lines, particularly among law 
students who will very soon make their own marks on 
America’s justice system.30
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